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ABSTRACT 

In a newly desegregated school, sixth graders with 
varying degrees of previous interracial contact were asked to rate 
their classmates as preferred work or play partners. Results 
indicated that: (1) there were no differences in cross-race ratings 
made by students with a great deal of prior interracial contact and 
those with little prior interr?cial contact; (2) there were no 
increases in cross-race ratings between the beginning and the end of 
the desegregation year during which the study was made; and (3) 
similarity of sex was a more powerful determinant of peer preferences 
than similarity of race. The study suggested that desegregation has 
no effect on cross-race preferences. (MJL) 
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The Influence of Sex, Race, and Prior Interracial Contacc 
on Children's Peer Preferences in a Nev Desegregated School 

One of the social goals of school desegregation is the elimination, 
or at ■ least the reduction, of intergroup prejudice (e.g.. Cook, 1979 ; 
St. John, 1975; Stephan, 1978). The theoretical basis for this goal is 
ti^.e contact hypothesis, which holds that better interpersonal 
understanding, the discovery that people of 'different races have more 
siTiilar i t ies than differences, and a consequent reduction of negative 
stereotypes and beliefs will result fro:?, interracial contact under 
supportive conditions (.-Ulport, 195A; .-^rr.ir , 1976; Cook, 1969). A good 
indicator of this outcome is the degree to which racial ' in-group and 
out-group menibers are equally preferred as partners for activities such 
as work or play. However, . a number of studies have found strong 
preferences to interact with in-group members among children in 
desegregated schools (see reviews by St. John, 1975; Schofield, 1978; 
Stephan, 1978), leading Stephan to conclude that "desegregation 
generally does not reduce the. prejudice of whites toward blacks" and 
that it "leads to increases in black. pre judice toward whites about as 
frequently as.it leads to decreases (p. 217). 

A co;:imon feature of many of the studies., leading to this pessimist^ic 
c."^nclu5"i ."^n is th.e use of the tr.iditional .-^ociomotric peer nomination 
method to measure peer preferences: each child is asked to list a few 
(usually three to five) classmates who 'are friends or best friends. 
S\':h '\ rc"cec''Vc •■pvi'^'l^ i 1 ic ts the rnir-.b^u of othi^rs a. child can 
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choose. It no ouC-group members are included aino..ng these choices, one 
might conclude that out-group members are" not accepted. It is possible, 
however, that students have* favorable attitudes toward the out-group 
members, but do not consider them to be close enough friends to be 
included in their limited number of choices. Studies using the 
traditional sociometric method do tend to find strong in-group peer 
preferences; similarity of race accounted for an average of 17,1% of 
the choice variance in a review of the studies for which that statistic 
could be calculated (Schofield ^ Whitley, Xote 1). 

The strong race effects found using the peer nomination technique 

stand in sharp contract to some more recent studies of peer preferences 

i ■ ■ 

in desegregated settjLhgs which -have used the roster-and-ra t ing 

I 

assessment tecnnique | (Singleton ^ Asher, 1977, 19-79). This technique 
has each child rare a'll of his or her classmates on an interval 
preference scale. These studies have found that similarity of race' 
accounts for considerably less of the preference -variance than the 
earlier studies, averaging less than 1%. Similarity of sex, on the 
other hand accounted for an average , of about 40% of the variance in 
these two recent studies . 

The striking difference in the amount of variance accounted for by 
race in studies using these two somewhat different methodologies raises 
tiie question of whether the exclusive, restricted choices used as data 
by the peer nomination method might obscure real changes over time in 
peer pref 6'renr.es in child'- attending desegregated schools that would 
bf fi'ivuJ -.rLth L'Mi Kii-n.' inM\iri/e roster-anJ-rating method. Although the 
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rosCer-and-raCing studies cited above found no changes .in preferences 
over time, the children participating in them had attended desegrega^ied 
schools for several years before the' studies were conducted. Thus, it 
is not clear whether the small effects of racial similarity and time 
were due to the children's extensive experience with desegregated 
environments before the beginning of the studies or to a pre-existing 
lack of prejudice. 

The present study investigated the effect of desegregation on peer 
preference ratings by ^focusing on ratings made during the first year of 
operation of a new desegregated school which drew pupils from sch'ools 
which had provided varying degrees^ of interracial contact. If 
desegregation does have an effect on peer preferences , it would be shown 
in two ways. ' First, students coming ..from stbools providing a high 
degree of interracial contact should show more* cross-race preference 
than students from / schools providing less opportunity for interracial 
contact. However, it is possible that these schools did not implement 
tne conditions necessary for change under the contact hypothesis (Cock, 
1979; Pettigrew, 1973; Schofield, 1973). Since the school involved in 
the present study, came close to meeting many of those conditions, a 
second desegregation effect should appear; the cross-race preference of 
students should increase from the beginniiiig to the end of their first 
year" in a desei;;rdgated school. In addition, the research of Sihgletop. 
and Ashcr ( 1977 , 1979) sugge.sts that sex will have a much geater effect 
on peer' pre ference rhaji will race. , 
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Method 

Sub jecus 

Subjects were 39 black male, 51 black. fe:nale, 39 white male, 'and 28 
white • female sixth-graders who were members of several classrooras 
randomly selected for Study as part of a larger research project on 
school desegregation. The school in which Che classrooms were located 
and the demographic characteristics of its stu'dents are described in 
Schofield and Sagar (1977). The students' prior schools were classified 
as providing high or low interracial contact on the basis of school 
board records of their racial composition. A student was considered to 
have attended a high contact school if that school had more than the 
m^jdian percentage- of students of the other race. For black students, 
this was a school that was at least 47% white, and for white students, a 
school that was at least 38% black. The high prior contact group 
consisted of 15 black male, 15 black female, 13 white male, and 12 white 
female students. 
Procedures 

At both the beginning and the end of the school year the students 
completed two questionnaires on which they rated, on-5-point scales, the 
degree to which they would" like to have each of their classmates as (a) 
a work partner and (b) a play partner . The order of presentation of the 
ques cioHiM i L'es was counterbalanced at each administration. Each child's 
preference score for work or play with a race-sex group (e.g., black 
males) war. his or Inr nei:''., rating of all members of that group. 
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Results 

Da r a Analysis 

The children's work and play racings of their classmates were 
analyzed by separate 2 (race of subject) x 2 (sex-^of subject) x 2 (prior 
interracial contact) x 2 (similarity of rater's and ratee's race) x 2 
(similarity of rater's and ratee's sex) x 2 (time) AXOVAs , with the 
l3t:er three variables treated as wi thin-sub jec t s factors. Percentages 
of variance accounted for (£v) were calculated using the formulas 
provided by Dodd and 'Schultz ( 1973). Because six black males and one 
black female did not complete the play questionnaire and one white male 
did not complete the work questionnaire, the F^-tests for the play data 
had 1 and 142 degrees of freedom, and those for the work data had 1 and 
148 degrees of freedom. For an effect to be considered significant, it 
. had both to reach conventional levels of statistical significance and to 
account for at least 1% of the variance in the dependent variable (cf. 
J. Cohen, 1977). This dual criterion helps to insure that the effects 
tc be regarded as significant could be of some, practical as well as 
statistical significance (S. A. Cohen& Hyman , 1979). 

In.order to insure that the results of the study were not 
contaminated by extraneous variables*, student socioeconomic status 
characteristics (participation in school lunch program, community income 
and education) and ability characteristics (IQ, math and reading 
achievement scores) > were correlated with the peer ratings. No 
correlat ion havinj» n,i r?''?ol\iCe value greater than .16 was found in the 
pies-*''*: ir^'-ipl'? , j:?o V. w-is no^ considered necessary to con':L-ol for these 
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variables' effects. / 
DesdS^rej;at ion and Peer Preferences 

— ^ ' V 9 

Tne only significant effect that either prior interracial contact 

or the year's experience with desegregation had on peer preferences was 

that the play ratings made by students with high prior interracial 

contact (M = 2.36) were somewhat lower than those made by students fron 
-— J, 

low contact schools (M = 2.75), £ = 10.45, £ = .002, pv = 1.0. Since 
the interaction of prior interracial experience with similarity of race 
v.is not significant, _F = 1.33, £= .25, this effect applied equally to 
ratings of students of both the rater's race and the other race. Thus, 
while it might be interesting to speculate why the experience of 
interracial contact would lead to lower ratings of peers, it could 
easily be a random effect. The overall conclusion must be that the 
experiences of prior interracial contact and a year 's .desegregation do 
not alter cross-race peer preferences. 
Similarity of Race and Sex 

Reice. Slight same-race preferences were reflected in both the work 
ratings, F = 27.30, £ < .0001, £v = 1.0, and the play^ratings ^ 
40.07, p < .0001, pv = H. 1. Work ratings of members of one's race 
2.75) were higher than those of the .other race (M = 2.54), as were play 
ratings (Means: same race = 2.68,' other race = 2.40). Despite the fact 
that it accounted for about 1% of the rating variance, simil'ari ty . of 
race led to only about a 0.25 point difference on the 5-point scale, a 
very smt-ll absolut- difference of perhaps little psychological meaning. 

S'i\. Si.'iuLnri^y of '^.cx had the largest effect of any factor on 



bocn Che work racings, T = 482.64, £ < .O'JOl, pv = 36.7, and che play 
.racings, = 517.15, £ < .0001, £v = 40.7. Work r:aCings of members of 
one's ' own sex (21^ 3.39) were higher Chan ChQse of che other sex (M = 
1.52), as were play racings (Means: same- sex = 3.37, other sex = 1.71). 
These differences were large in absolute as well as relative size, 
averaging abouC 1.75 poinCs on che 'S-poinc scale. 

There were also sex of subjecC by siniilaricy of sex inCeractions 

0 t 

for boch che work racings, = 15.53, £ = .0001, £/ = 1.1, and Che play 
racings, = 12.14, £ = .0007, £v = 1.0. Post - hoc comparisons using 
Tukey's HSD test showed that for work, males' ratings of males (M ^ 
3.21) and females' ratings of females (>1 = 3.57) were essentially equal, 
whereas males' ratings of females (_M = 1.21) were lower than females' 
ratings of males (M = 1.82), £< .05. These results suggest that girls 
dislike boys somewhat, less than boys dislike girls as work partners, 
perliaps because math is perceived as a masculine task (cf. Un»ger , 
1979). No post-hoc comparisons of the play ratings were significant. 

Relative importance of race and sex . The relative importance of 
race and sex was assessed by treating pv s as squared correlations, and 
testing for differences in dependent correlations (J. Cohen & Cohen , 
1975). Sex of rater had a significantly stronger relationship than did 
race of rater with both work ratings, jt( 153) = 5. 579, £ < .*001 , and play 
ratings, £(147) = 5.8b:\, £ < .001. 
Knee of Subject 

One* .3c:djtional ?^,nincant finding was that white students made 
9')m^*P,u lowor c;ve'"v; I r iul'igs than did black students on both the work 
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scale^T = 12.57, £= .0005, pv^ = 1.4, and Che play stale, F_ = 20.23, p 
< .0001, jw = 1.9. Blocks' work racings averaged 2.81 and whites' 2.A2; 
their play ratings averaged 2.74 and 2.29, respectively. Although one 
might ^. speculate that the two groups used the rating scales differently, 
the absolute magnitudes of the differences are not large, and could be 
randoni effects. In addition, these differences had no effect on cross- 
ractj racings. 

Dicussion 

It was hypothesized that if desegregation had an effect on peer 
preferences, this effect would be shouni by higher cross-race ratings 
being aade by students having ,,high priol: interracial contact and by 
increases in cross-race ratings over the year of desegregation in the 
nj:w school. Neither of these effects was found. 

These negative findings using the newer roster-and-rating^_ method 
are in line 'with earlier studies which used the traditional sociometric 
technique to measure peer preferences (see reviews . by St. John, 1975; 
'Sciiof ield , 1973; Stephan, 1978). However, it should be .noted that 
there was,, little difference in same-race and cross-race ratings at the 
beginning of the school year. Thus the children were as favorably 
disposed to nembers of the other racial group as they were to members of 
thuir o*.s?n group, leaving little room for change. This ceiling effect 
,*;uld Vc the result of either a .generally favorable interracial 

0 

environment in the community (cf. Stephan & Rosenfield, 1978) or of the 
use of th<i roster- md-rnt i technique*.. , 

la r'^^zard L-i th'- ♦.•-ch:M.riues , it was found that the magnitude of the 



differences in cross-race as compared to sanie-race ratlings was much 
szialler in the present study as compared to the traditional socioraetric 
studies. Similarity of race accounted for only about 1% of the 
preference variance in the present study, compared to about 17% of the 
variance in traditional sociometric studies' ( Scho field & . Whitley , Note 
1). It is possible that these differences are a function of the more 
restricted range of choices allowed by the traditional nomination 
technique, and this possibility is now under investigation (Schofield & 
Whitley, Note 1). 

Another findings of the present study is that similarity of sex is a 
much more pov^'^rful influence than similarity of race in determining peer 
preferences. Similar results were found in an obse^rvational study of 
interpersonal behavior in the same school (Schofield '^^ Sagar, 1977), and 
have been noted in a more-or-less off-hand manner durixig the past 40 
years of desegregation research, starting with Criswell in 1939. Rather 
than being a minor adjunct to desegregation research, however, this very 
strong homosociality is an important poxnt — to primary school children, 
at least, sex is ' much more important than race in forming peer 
preferences. v:ithin the sexes, personal factors, svich as perceived 
academic ability (e.g., St. John & Lewis, 1975) or ' interpersonal 
attraction factors (cf. Bcrscheid' & Walster, 1978), may account for 
more preference variance than does race. In, some cases, therefore, 
there may be no social effects of desegregation at the group level of 
analysir because ther'^ i li ttle grou'.id to be gained; ind.ividual-level 
i-jr.C^'J 5 .-.ir.h a? tho»32 inst. cited may be more important. In this regard,. 
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the interpersonal processes which are postulated to" lead to reduced 
prejudice may be analyzable only by new statistical techniques such as 
round robin analysis of variance (Kenny & ?^asby , ,^.980; Warner^ Kenny & 
Stoto, 1979) which is designed to test for interpersonal effects at the 
individual level . Such techniques offer fertile ground for future 
research. 

* ^ 

In sum, the present research Suggests that desegregation has litle 

effect on cross-race peer preferences, and that sex is a uuch niore 
IrTiportant factor than rade in peer preferences. Thus, attenipts to 
.^hange cross-race preferences may be faced with a ceiling effect. 



\ ■ 



12 



Page 11 



Reference Note ■ 

1. Schofield, J. W. , &o Whitley, B. E. , Jr. comparison of peer 

nonination and rating scale measurement . of_^ children ' s peer 
preferences in desegreg ated schools. Paper to be presented at the 
annual meeting of the American Psychological Association, 
Washington, D. C. , Agust, 1982. 

References . 

All port, G. W. The nature of prejudice . Reading, Mass.: Addison— 
Wesley, 1954. ^ 

•Amir, Y. The role of intergroup ^contact id change of prejudice and 
ethnic 'relations. In P. A. Katz (Ed.), Towards the elimination of. 
racism. New York: Pergamon Press, 1976. - 

c 

Berscheid, E. , & Walster, E. H. Interpersonal attraction (2nd ed.). 
Reading, Mass.: Addis.on-Wesley , 1978. 

Cohen,. J. Statistical power analysis for the behavioral sciences (2nd 
ed . ) . New York: Academic Press, 1977. 

.en, -]., & Cohen, P. Applied multiple regression / correlation analysis 
for z.\\e behavioral sciences. Hillsdale, N.J.: Erlbaum, 1975. 



Cohen, S. A., & Hyraan , J. S. How come so many hypotheses in educational 
research are supported? (A modest proposal). Educational Research , 
1979, 8^(11) , 12-16. 

Cook,, S. W. Motives in a conceptual, analysis of attitude-related 
behaviors. In W. J. Arnold & D. X,evine (Eds.), Nebraska Symposium 
on Motivation (Vol. 17). Lincoln: University*" of Nebraska Press, 
T969. 

. . a ' ■ 

Cook, S.'W. Social science and school desegregation: Did we mislead 
the Supreme Court? Personality and Social Psychology. Bulletin , 1979, 
. 5_, 420-437 . ^ \ ' . - ^ 

Criswell , J. H. A socioraetric study of race cleavage in the classroom. 
Archives of Psychology , 1939, Whole No. 235. ^ 

Dodd , D. H. , & Schultz , R^ F. Computational procedures for estimating 
magnitude of effect size for some analysis of variance de.signs. 
Psychological Bulletin , - 1973 , 79^, 391-355. 

K,er»iny, L\ A- , f NasVy, V.\ ^ Splitting nhe reciprocity correlation. 
J';u::'Kil o£ Pe rsona lity an^ Social ]f sychol ogy , 1980, 38.» 249-256. 



13 



Page 12 



PetCigrew, T. F. Busing: A review" of Che evidence. Public Interest , 
1973, 30, 88-118. 

St. John, N.^H. School desegregation : Outcomes for children . New 
York: Wiley, 1975. 

St. John, N. H. , & Lewis, R. G. Race and the social structure of the 
elementary classroom. Sociology of Education , 1975, 4^8^, 346-368. 

Schof ield , J. W. School desegregation and intergroup attitudes . In 
D. Bar-Tal & L. Saxe (Eds.), Social psychology of education : Theory 
and research . Washington, D. C. : Hal stead Press., 197 8. 

Schof ield, J. W. , & Sagar , H. A. Peer interaction in a desegregated 
middle school. Sociometry , 1977, j^, 130-138. 

Singleton, L. C. , & Asher , S. K. P'eer preferences and social 
interaction among third-grade children in dn integrated school 
district. Journal of Educational Psychology , 1977, 6_9» 330-336. 

Singleton, L. C. , & Asher, S.^ R. Racial integration and children's peer 
prefernces: An investigation of developmental and cohort 
differences. Child Development , 1979, 5_0, 936-941. 

Stephan, W. G. School desegregation: An evaluation of predictions made 
in Brown' v. Board of Education . Psychological Bulletin , 1978, 85 , 
217-238. 

Stephan, W. G. , & Rosenfield, D. Effects of desegregation on racial 
attitudes. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology , 1978, 36, 
795-804. 

Unger, R. K. Female and male : Psychological perspectives . ■ New York: 
Hatper and Row, 1979. ^ ^ , 

■•Warner, R. M. Kenny, D. A., & Stoto, M. A new round robin analysis of 
variance for social • interaction data.^. Journal of Personality and 
Social Psychology,. 1979, 37.» 1742-1747. 



J4 



